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had bought it. To have buried it where I stood, or to have
slipped it behind a rock, would have been futile, for it would
have been re-discovered within a few hours and offered
to some other visitor. There was nothing to do but to walk
about hand in hand with it until I could find a safe place to
bury it.

I had promised to take coffee with the sheik of Qurna, and
while I did not relish the idea of appearing at the house of
the most important man in the village holding this grisly
relic, I thought it best to offer no explanations, but to behave
as if I were in the habit of carrying such things about with me.
The sheik led the way into a bare room on the ground floor of
his house. It was teeming with animal life. A group of
hens made way, rather resentfully I thought, in the passage;
crickets were trilling somewhere in the mud walls; and a line
of ants, like one's conception of a military expedition in
Afghanistan, was proceeding along what was to them the
mountainous inequality of the floor. In a corner of the palm
trunks which served as rafters a swift had built a nest like a
small yellow sponge. Every now and then he would fly into
the room over our heads, flatten himself against the nest for
a second, and curve out into the sunlight.

A barefoot boy entered with a tray of Turkish coffee,
and while I was helping myself to a cup I thought I saw a
movement in the corner, but I could not be sure. Looking
again, I saw an extraordinary mouse. He was the size of four
English mice, and his coat was of the pale fawn colour worn
nowadays only by royal coachmen. His ears were large and
almost round and all his characteristics were those familiar to
admirers of Mr. Walt Disney. I was astonished that a creature
as large as a rat, and so nearly related to it, should have retained
all its mousy charm. There was nothing sinister and rat-like
about it. It came running merrily in as if on wheels, busily
nosing here and there, looking round intelligently all the time,
and then darting away again. The sheik saw my interest in
this creature, but neither of us made any remark about it,
just as we accepted in silence the mummy's hand, which lay
between us on the divan.

While we sipped our coffee in the cool, dark room, I asked
him if he had ever met 'Abd er-Rasul Ahmad. He looked at